The Second Sunday of Easter
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Text:  Acts 2:14a,22-32
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.
Easter has happened.  So, now what?  The tomb is empty, Jesus has been raised from death?  So what does that mean for you and me in our lives today?

Well, two of our readings this morning tell us very clearly what it meant for Jesus’ disciples.  It meant change!  Peter….and it’s after Easter now…. Peter is preaching a sermon in our First Reading from Acts.  Do you remember how before Peter was always able to talk a pretty good line, but when it came to action, he almost always fell short?

· Remember Peter in the boat during the storm and Jesus was walking on the water and Peter wanted to do it, too.  And he started out OK, but then became afraid and started to sink.

· Remember Peter at the last Supper?  Oh, no, Lord, I would never deny you!  And then he goes out and does exactly that, not just once, but three times!

Can this be the same Peter who is now preaching this bold sermon about Jesus….and preaching it, believe it or not, to the very authorities who had condemned Jesus to death!  This man, Peter proclaims, you crucified and killed…This Jesus God raised up, and of that all of us are witnesses.

Jesus has been raised from the dead and nothing stays the same.  Change, transformation, new life are in the works.  Just look at Peter….how he has been changed from silence to speech, from betrayal to proclamation!

Our Gospel tells the story of a similar change in another disciple:  Thomas.  Thomas was missing on that first Easter evening, the first time that the risen Jesus had shown himself to the disciples, and he refused to take their word for it.  Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.

But the risen Jesus appeared again, one week later, when Thomas was there.  And the risen Jesus speaks directly to him:  Touch me, Thomas!  Do not doubt but believe.  And Thomas confesses, My Lord and my God!  He  changes!  The resurrection moves him from doubt to faith.

You see, Easter was not something that just happened to Jesus.  It is a shaking of the whole world….the whole world has been changed by this stunningly powerful act of God.  And that means that we can change….you and I!  The risen Christ changed doubting Thomas from skeptic to believer….the risen Christ changed a weak-kneed, cowardly Peter into a bold, fearless proclaimer of the Resurrection….and the risen Christ can also change you and me.  We can be new.  We can start over.

Nearly three centuries ago, back in the 1730’s, an Anglican minister from Great Britain, by the name of John Wesley, was sent to the Americas, to the colony of Georgia, to be a missionary to the English immigrants there.  In the Atlantic Ocean, on the voyage over, a terrible storm arose, pitching the ship violently in every direction.  

Suddenly, according to Wesley’s diary, a huge wave burst into the cabin…with a noise and shock almost like that of a cannon.  Wesley was shocked to discover that he was afraid to die.

The ship arrived safely in Georgia, and this young minister began his work there.  But it did not go well.  He irritated his new congregation by forcing them to worship in ways they could not understand.  And then he fell in love with an 18-year-old woman, Sophy of Svannah.  

But she, rather than take up with a serious clergyman, eloped with her boyfriend.  The young minister excommunicated her – excluded her from Holy Communion – and got himself sued by her irate husband, and was forced to leave the colony.  Not a good start, wouldn’t you agree?

But that is not the end of the story.  One year later, back in Britain, John Wesley attended a gathering of some Moravian Christians, who one night were reading Martin Luther’s preface to the Book of Romans.  Wesley, who, by the way, became the founder of the Methodist Church….young Wesley wrote in his diary that night:

About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ – and here comes the famous line – I felt my heart strangely warmed.  I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given to me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.

Do you see?  People can change!  When Jesus came forth from the tomb on Easter, a whole new world was made available to us.  Newness was let loose.  Even as Jesus rose from death to life, so can we.  Easter promises that we can change.  New life can be ours.

But exactly how does it happen?  What is it that creates this new life, this change, in us?  I think that John Wesley’s story is a good illustration.  For Wesley it was this overwhelming realization that God is for him!  Remember how he wrote it in his dairy?

An assurance was given to me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.

It is really an awakening….oh, not that we wake ourselves and get up….No, it is being roused out of our sleep by the risen Jesus.  Jesus’ awakening from death is also our awakening.  The initial jolt, the initial shock, comes from God.  It is not a matter of you and I improving our lives or making a greater effort to reform our lives….but it has to do with a brand new life.  And what powers this brand new life is the dawning realization that God is for me…..and therefore I can be for God.

God is for humankind and therefore humankind can be for God.  And where did that wonderful good news take place most perfectly?  In Jesus Christ!.... right?  God is for all humankind in the same way that He was for the man Jesus!  And therefore all humankind can be for God, because the man Jesus was perfectly and obediently for God!  In other words, people, this Easter change happens in us only because you and I are in Christ.  

It is only in Jesus’ birth, from above, the mystery and miracle of Christmas, that we are born again.  It is only in His baptism in the River Jordan that you and I are baptized with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  It is only in His death on the cross that you and I are dead as old men and women.  And it is only in His resurrection in the garden of Joseph of Arimathea that we are risen as new women and men.

It has all taken place in Christ, and it takes place in us because you and I have been joined to Christ.  Does all that sound like a bunch of mumbo-jumbo to you?  Let me yield here to someone who is much more capable than I am of explaining this.  Let me submit to C.S. Lewis, the great apologist for the Christian faith from the last century.

And by that word apologist, I mean someone who can skillfully defend and interpret the faith to modern culture.  Lewis, along with G.K. Chesterton, did that best for English-speaking Christians in the 20th century.  Here’s how Lewis explains it in his book, Mere Christianity.

In Jesus Christ a new kind of man appeared; and this new kind of life which began in Jesus is to be put into us.  How does this happen?  Well, Lewis continues, do you remember how you received your old, ordinary kind of life.  We got it from others, didn’t we?  Especially from our father and our mother and all of those who went before us….without our consent!

And we got this old, ordinary life by a very curious process….by a process we never could have guessed!  Do you remember back in your childhood when you were first told about sex?  It seemed so unbelievable, didn’t it?  Like someone was trying to pull your leg?

I had two older cousins who gave me my first information about sex.  I first heard it from my cousin, Ron, but I didn’t believe him at all.  After all, he was the one who, once a week on Wednesdays paid me a measly 35 cents for two hours of work helping him with his newspaper route, lugging around 125 Fort Dodge Messengers, bulging with all those Wednesday grocery ads!

But when my other cousin, Clayton, told me the same story about sex, one night when we were sleeping in a tent outside their cabin on Twin Lakes….then I figured it must be true.  No two people could separately make up a similar story about such an amazingly odd process!

Now, Lewis continues, the God who arranged that process for receiving the old, ordinary kind of life is the same God who arranges how the new kind of life – the Christ life – is to be spread.  And we must be prepared for it being odd, too.  He did not consult us when He invented sex; he has not consulted us either when He invented this!

There are three things, Lewis says, that spread the Christ life in us:  baptism, belief, and Holy Communion.  Now we certainly don’t mean these things are a kind of magic.  Just like your natural life is derived from your parents, and yet you can lose it by doing nothing about it – by neglecting your health or by suicide.  You have to feed and look after your natural life; but always remember:  you are not making it, you are only keeping a life you got from someone else.  In the same way a Christian can lose the Christ-life which ahs been put into him, and he has to make efforts to keep it.

But even the best Christian who ever lived is not acting on his own steam – he is only nourishing or protecting a life he could never have acquired by his own efforts.  A living body is not one that never gets hurt, but one that can to some extent repair itself.  In the same way a Christian is not a person who never goes wrong, but a person who is enabled to repent and pick himself up and begin over again after each stumble….because the Christ-life inside him, repairing him all the time, enabling him to repeat (in some degree) the kind of voluntary death which Christ Himself carried out.

We Christians believe that any good we do comes from the Christ-life inside us.  We do not believe God will love us because we are good; but rather that God will change us and make us good because He loves us.

So when we Christians speak of being “in Christ,” this is not simply a way of saying that we are thinking about Christ or copying Him.  We mean that Christ is actually operating through us; that the whole mass of Christians are the physical organism through which Christ acts – that we are His fingers and muscles, the cells of His body.

That is why this new life is spread not only by purely mental acts like belief, but by bodily acts like baptism and Holy Communion.  God uses material things like water and bread & wine to put the new life into us.  We may think this rather crude and unspiritual.  God does not:  like He invented sex, He also invented eating.  He likes matter.  He invented  it.

Easter means that the whole world has been changed by the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  It is the good news that God is for us human beings, and therefore we human beings can change and be for God….because we human beings are in Jesus Christ.
